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Abstract 

This exploratory study considers the difference between personal and perceived societal 
values related to South Korean women’s role in the home, workplace, and society using 
eight items asked on the Korean Academic Multimode Open Survey (KAMOS), May-July 
2017. Factor analysis showed that these eight items could be grouped into two categories: 
women’s role in her family and women’s in the outside world. Of the 2,000 respondents, 
54.1% personally agreed that “Both the husband and wife should contribute to their family 
income.” People in their 30s felt the largest gap between their personal and societal values; 
women also felt a larger gap than men. Those who watched television more were generally 
more conservative than those who used the Internet more. People who felt a smaller gap 
between societal and personal values were more likely to feel proud to be a Korean citizen. 
People who believe that it is better not to marry felt a bigger gap between some societal 
and personal values on items relating to whether a wife should work, whether a woman’s 
housework or paid job is more valuable, and whether women’s job performance is equal to 
men’s. People who believe that divorce is sometimes acceptable were also more likely to 
feel a bigger difference in two items: the item about job performance and an item about 
whether a married woman’s social status is dependent on her husband’s.  

Keywords: gender roles, KAMOS, Korean Academic Multimode Open Survey, South Korea 
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Background and Literature Review 

 Social norms and the role of women in Korean society have changed in recent 
decades. At the same time, the birth rate has decreased. Many Koreans are not marrying, 
not having children, or are delaying these life events. The fertility rate for South Korea is 
1.200 children per woman as of 2015, down from 1.600 in 1995 and 4.500 in 1970 (OECD, 
2018). This phenomenon is not unique to Korea, and various hypotheses have been 
proposed to explain this kind of reduction in fertility rates. One hypothesis is that as the 
mortality rates for children under the age of 5 decrease, the number of children per family 
will also decrease (Raivio, 1990).  Certainly that hypothesis could make sense in the case of 
Korea, where the mortality rate for children under 5 has decreased from 114.9 per 1,000 
live births in 1960 to 3.4 deaths per 1,000 live births in 2015 (World Data Atlas, 2018). The 
education of women is also likely to result in a decline in fertility (Osili & Long, 2008; Isen 
& Stevenson, 2008). Bertrand et al. noted that this decrease in fertility could also be 
explained by the decrease in marriage, particularly in East Asia where children are less 
likely to be born to unwed mothers (2016). Gender equity may also play a role in fertility; it 
has been postulated that when there are high levels of gender equality in terms of 
education and employment in a society, but not at home or in the family, starting a family 
will seem like an impediment to a woman’s career leading to lower fertility rates 
(McDonald, 2000). This explanation also seemed relevant to Korean society. Korea is an 
aging society and it is worth exploring how fertility is connected to women’s role in society.  

Bongoh Kye conducted a series of informal interviews and hypothesized that 
Korean women may feel a societal pressure to marry and have children, but that this 
pressure is not helpful. The societal expectations for a woman’s role in her home may not 
match her personal goals or desires, which may lead some women to choose not to marry 
or have children. Identifying the disparity between perceived societal expectations and 
personal preference may enable us to remove obstacles to make Korean society a more 
favorable environment for having and raising children. Based on these interviews, Kye 
created two sets of eight contrasting statements to be included on the Korean Academic 
Multimode Open Survey (KAMOS). It was hypothesized that there are two underlying 
dimensions regarding women’s role in society, and so Kye’s questions were made based on 
this hypothesis, which could then be tested using factor analysis.  

Objectives 

We used the KAMOS data in an exploratory way to consider the following research 
questions: 
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1. How are various attitudes about women’s role in society related to each other? 
2. What are the gaps between personal preference and societal expectations about 

the role of women in society?  
3. What factors affect this gap? 
4. Are these gaps related with the decreasing fertility rate in Korean society? 

 

Methodology 

 In one set of eight contrasting statements, respondents were asked to rate which 
statement was closer to Korea’s societal values. In the other set, they were asked to rate 
which statement was closer to their personal values. Respondents were asked to rate each 
set of statements on a 7-point Likert-type scale to show which statement best matched 
either the perceived societal norm or their personal values. (See Appendix for all items in 
this section). 

These items were included as part of the KAMOS survey conducted May 16-July 10, 
2017. The population of KAMOS is South Korean citizens over the age of 18 who live in 
South Korea. A two-stage probability sample was used, based on the primary sampling 
units (PSU) created by Statistics Korea (KOSTAT) after the 2015 census. The nationwide 
survey was conducted via face-to-face interviews, and all adult members of selected 
households were interviewed. The response rate was 65.8%, with 2000 respondents. The 
sampling error was ± 2.2% p at 95% confidence level. Just over half (50.4%) of 
respondents were female. The age distribution, marital status, and other demographic 
variables of respondents were representative of the Korean adult population. We have 
described the sampling process and tested the validity of KAMOS in more detail previously 
(Cho, LoCascio, Lee, Jang, & Lee, 2017). Detailed information about the methodology used 
on this survey and the complete data is also available on the KAMOS website (KAMOS, 
2017).  

Table 1: Age of Respondents 
 

Age N % 
18-29 375 18.8 
30s 346 17.3 
40s 405 20.3 
50s 394 19.7 
60 and over 480 24.0 
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Table 2: Marital Status of Respondents 
 

Marital Status N % 

Single (never married) 446 23.3 
Married 1,413 70.7 
Divorced or Widowed 141 7.0 

 
 

Results 

 Factor analysis showed that, as predicted, the eight items could be grouped into two 
groups of four items. The first four items deal with the role of a woman in her household 
including whether a woman should work outside the home and who should take care of the 
children. The second set dealt with women’s interactions with the outside world, including 
women’s contributions at work, preference for male co-workers, whether maternity leave 
affects job performance, and a married woman’s social status. While we looked at some of 
the items individually to analyze how certain expectations and preferences differ, we 
analyzed the relationship between the expectation/preference gap and other factors using 
the grouped variables, because they are parsimonious.   

 
Table 3: Rotated Component Matrixa 

 Component 
1 2 

Traditional Korean values spousal economic roles .235 .727 
Traditional Korean values raising children .141 .768 
Traditional Korean values sleep .097 .691 
Traditional Korean values women's roles .467 .525 
Traditional Korean values gender and job performance .664 .329 
Traditional Korean values gender preference at work .644 .250 
Traditional Korean values maternity leave .782 .046 
Traditional Korean values husband's influence on wife's social status .723 .130 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. 
a. Rotation converged in 3 iterations. 
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Table 4: Rotated Component Matrixa 

 
  Component 

1 2 
Personal values spousal economic roles .169 .753 
Personal values raising children .188 .748 
Personal values sleep -.040 .624 
Personal values women's roles .287 .619 
Personal values gender and job performance .714 .194 
Personal values gender preference at work .702 .181 
Personal values leave from work .696 .091 
Personal values husband's influence on wife's social status .684 .056 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. 
a. Rotation converged in 3 iterations. 
 
Individual Item Results 

 There are differences in people’s perceptions of societal values and their own 
personal values. The difference between these values was statistically significant for all 
eight items (p<.001), and in the same direction on all items, with people’s personal values 
being the more modern opinion for all eight items. People with children had more 
traditional personal values than people without children. This difference was statistically 
significant for the first 7 items (p<.01).  

 
Table 5: Mean Difference Between Personal and Societal Values 
 

Question Mean Difference  
(Personal Value – Societal Value) 

t p 

1 Spousal economic roles -.277 -11 000 
2 Child rearing -.304 -13 000 
3 Sleep -.201 -20 000 
4 Women’s roles -.264 -12 000 
5 Job performance -.463 -7 000 
6 Gender preference at work -.808 -5 000 
7 Maternity Leave -.464 -8 000 
8 Wife’s social status -.407 -7 000 
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Except where noted otherwise, throughout this section, when we say that people 
“agreed” with a statement, we are referring to either the combined responses of 1-3 (to agree 
with one statement) or 5-7 (to agree with the opposite statement) on the seven-point scale.    

Spousal economic roles. People were more likely to agree with the statement 
“Both the husband and wife should contribute to their family income” (47.1% as a societal 
value and 54.1% as a personal value) than the statement “It is the husband’s role to go earn 
a living by working and the wife’s role to take care of household chores” (32.5% as a 
societal value and 23.8% as a personal value).  This supports the idea that both men and 
women are expected to have jobs in Korean society today. 

Figure 1: Number of respondents who agree that bith spouses should work (1) of the 
husband should work while the wife takes care of household chores (1) 

 

Childcare. The second item dealt with whether it was acceptable for children to be 
raised by someone other than their parents. Examples mentioned in this item included 
grandparents and babysitters. In general, people were more divided on this issue. 
Nonetheless, 45.1% said that their personal values allowed for people other than the 
parents to raise children. People who had no children were slightly more likely to say that 
it was acceptable for someone to raise a child besides the child’s parents. 
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Figure 2: Societal and Personal Values Regarding Childrearing (1=others can raise children; 

7 = only parents should care for children) 

 

 Sleep. Traditionally, Korean children sleep next to their parents, but, as evidenced 
by our survey results, this may be changing. Our respondents were more likely to say that it 
was better for children and parents to sleep in separate rooms (38.9% as a societal value 
and 43.8% as a personal value), with only 29.8% agreeing that it is better for parents to 
sleep in the same room as their children (34.7% believed that was the societal preference). 

 Value of women’s work. Respondents were asked whether women’s economic 
activity should be valued above their housework or whether their economic activity should 
be valued more. Koreans seem to believe that society still values housework above 
women’s economic activity (43.3%), but were less likely to hold this as a personal value 
(37%). The neutral point was more popular on this item (29.4%), suggesting some people 
may value these equally. 

 Job performance and gender. Koreans seem to believe that people perceive men’s 
job performance to be better (45.8%), but personally they are less likely to believe this 
(31.1%). As a personal opinion, 38.9% said that there was no difference in between men’s 
and women’s job performance, while 29.3% believed that Korean society agrees with this 
statement. There was no option on this scale for women’s performance being superior. So, 
really even the mid-point is leaning toward men’s job performance being superior.  

 Gender and co-worker preference. These questions about whether people prefer 
to work with men show the biggest difference between personal and societal values. While 
46% said that Koreans favor men as co-workers, only 22.7% said that they personally 
preferred to work with men, with 47.8% claiming not to have a preference, while 24.2% 
said Koreans do not have a preference. People seem to believe that Koreans generally 
prefer male co-workers but deny any such bias in themselves. 
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 Maternity leave. A majority (53.4%) of Koreans believes that society believes 
taking a year’s maternity leave, which Korean women are entitled to, will be perceived as 
adversely affecting job performance while 38.7% agree with that personally. Only 16% 
agreed that society would agree that a year’s maternity leave does not affect job 
performance, with 32.3% agreeing with that idea personally. 

 Social status of married women. Koreans were more likely to agree that, on a 
societal level, a married woman’s social status is dependent on her spouse’s (46.5%) rather 
than her own ability and social status (23.6). On a personal level, respondents were almost 
equally likely to say that they pay attention to a woman’s husband’s social status when 
getting to know her (30.9%) as they are to say they do not pay attention to her husband 
(30.7%). 

Differences Based on Demographic Variables 

 Some differences in responses were related to demographic variables. 

 Age. People in their 30s felt the biggest gap between societal and personal values in 
terms of group 2 variables (women’s relationship with the world). Analysis of variance 
shows that this difference was statistically significant (p<.001), but that there was no 
statistically significant difference for the group 1 variables. It should be noted that people 
in their 30s are the ones most likely to be giving birth and to be the most likely to be at an 
important point in their careers. Therefore, they are the most likely to be affected by 
attitudes toward maternity leave and gender preference in the workplace. Older people are 
past their childbearing years and are less likely to be affected by these attitudes. Older 
people may also be more likely to espouse more traditional values. 

Figure 3: Mean Difference of Group 2 Variables by Age 
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 Gender. Women felt a bigger gap in group 2 variables than men. This difference was 
statistically significant (p<.002). Women are more likely to feel the effects of these 
attitudes, that is, they are more likely to feel the impact of attitudes toward maternity leave, 
preference for male co-workers, and attitudes about women’s social status. Women 
expressed slightly more liberal views for group 2 personal values. 

Figure 4: Mean Difference (group 2)
 

 

Income. Those with a monthly income above 5 million won per month 
(approximately $4500 US) experienced the biggest difference between their perceived 
societal expectations and personal values. Analysis of variance shows the differences based 
on income were statistically significant for both groups (p<.001). 

Figure 5: Mean Differences in Societal and Personal Values Based on Income 

 

 Media Consumption and Personal Values 

 There was a correlation between people’s media consumption and their personal 
values. People were asked how many hours they spent using the Internet or watching 
television daily. Watching television was linked to slightly more conservative personal 
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values (Pearson Correlation =.106 on group 1 variables and .107 on group 2). Using the 
Internet more was linked to slightly more liberal or modern personal values (Pearson 
Correlation = -.131 on group 1 variables and -.142 on group 2). More conservative people 
may be more likely to watch television and more liberal people may be more likely to use 
the Internet. In addition, older people are more likely to be television viewers and less 
likely to be Internet viewers and are also more likely to be more conservative. Viewers’ 
opinions may be reinforced by the media they consume, as there may be more liberal 
opinions expressed on the Internet than on Korean television. 

National Pride 

 A question on KAMOS asked how proud respondents were to be citizens of the 
Republic of Korea. On a 4-point Likert-type scale, most (60.4%) were somewhat proud (2 
on the 4-point scale), with 72.5% being proud (1 and 2 on the 4-point scale) and 25.6% 
being not so proud (3 on the 4-point scale). We tested our hypothesis that people who felt a 
bigger gap between what they perceived to be societal norms and their personal opinions 
would be more likely to not feel so proud of being Korean. Our hypothesis was mostly 
supported. The mean difference between societal and personal values was bigger for those 
who were not proud (3+4) than those who were proud (1+2) for all eight statements. This 
difference was statistically significant (p<.05) for six of the items, that is, all except for 
items 4 and 6.  

Figure 6: Mean Difference Between Societal and Personal Values and National Pride 
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values for each of two groups for each of these questions (pro-marriage & anti-marriage; 
anti-divorce & acceptable to divorce) to see whether they were connected with attitudes 
toward marriage and divorce. 

The first two options on the marriage question assumed that it was better to marry 
and the second two that it was better not to. The group who was less positive about 
marriage (N =345) felt a bigger difference between societal values and their personal 
values on seven out of the eight items than the group that was more positive about 
marriage (N = 1655). This difference was statistically significant (p<.05) on three items (1, 
4, 5), which were all related to women’s work: whether a wife should work, whether her 
housework or her paid work should be valued more highly, and whether there is a 
difference between men’s and women’s job performance. This potentially implies that a 
woman who values her job and believes her work is equal to men’s may feel less inclined to 
marry if she believes that society will pressure her to value housework above her career 
upon marriage.  

Table 6: Attitudes Toward Marriage and Mean Difference Between Personal and Societal Values 
 

 N Mean p 

1 Spousal economic roles should marry 1655 -.2320 .028 
should not marry 345 -.4940  

2 Child rearing should marry 1655 -.2807 .489 
should not marry 345 -.4134  

3 Sleep should marry 1655 -.2043 .808 
should not marry 345 -.1874  

4 Women’s roles should marry 1655 -.2280 .026 
should not marry 345 -.4362  

5 Job performance should marry 1655 -.4607 .053 
should not marry 345 -.4742  

6 Gender preference at 
work 

should marry 1655 -.7930 .806 
should not marry 345 -.8807  

7 Maternity Leave should marry 1655 -.4395 .224 
should not marry 345 -.5817  

8 Wife’s social status should marry 1655 -.3519 .174 
should not marry 345 -.6736  

*Bold items are statistically significant  
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Attitudes toward divorce were also connected to a larger difference between 
societal and personal values, with those who feel that divorce is acceptable (N=786) feeling 
a larger difference between societal and personal values. Two of these differences were 
statistically significant (p<.05): whether men’s job performance is superior and whether a 
woman’s social status is dependent on her husband’s. If a woman’s social status is 
dependent on her husband, then divorce is problematic; likewise, if a woman does not 
perform as well at a job as a man, it may be difficult for her to support herself. So, it is 
natural that those who believe in divorce are more likely to think that a woman’s social 
status should not be tied to her husband and that women’s job performance is equal to 
men’s, although they still perceive that societal values do not match their own beliefs.  

Table 7: Attitudes Toward Divorce and Mean Difference Between Personal and Societal Values 
 
 N Mean p 

1 Spousal economic 
roles 

Should not divorce 786 -.1887 .237 
Acceptable to divorce 1214 -.3345  

2 Child rearing Should not divorce 786 -.2236 .819 
Acceptable to divorce 1214 -.3553  

3 Sleep Should not divorce 786 -.1571 .304 
Acceptable to divorce 1214 -.2300  

4 Women’s roles Should not divorce 786 -.1937 .904 
Acceptable to divorce 1214 -.3093  

5 Job performance Should not divorce 786 -.3918 .009 
Acceptable to divorce 1214 -.5091  

6 Gender preference 
at work 

Should not divorce 786 -.6936 .542 
Acceptable to divorce 1214 -.8822  

7 Maternity Leave Should not divorce 786 -.3602 .441 
Acceptable to divorce 1214 -.5312  

8 Wife’s social status Should not divorce 786 -.3436 .002 
Acceptable to divorce 1214 -.4486  

*Bold items are statistically significant  
 

Conclusion 

 Gender roles in Korea have been shifting for the past few decades. Women are 
valued members of the Korean workforce. While they are still not treated as complete 
equals in some ways, the difference between perceived societal values and personal values 
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suggests that women may continue to become more equal in the future. Media 
consumption may also be related to people’s personal views on women’s roles at home, in 
society, and in the workplace, with television viewers being more conservative and 
Internet users being more liberal. It is also related to national pride, with those who feel 
more of a difference between societal and personal values feeling slightly less proud to be 
Korean citizens. It may partly explain people’s attitudes about marriage and divorce, which, 
in turn, may affect their fertility.   

 This study focused on potential barriers that women face when considering 
marriage or children. Korean men may also be choosing not to marry or have children. 
Potential reasons why men may delay marriage and childrearing may be different and 
could be explored in future surveys. In addition, some of our items may benefit from being 
revised to allow for other possibilities; for example, our scale does not consider the 
possibility that some people might prefer female co-workers or that women’s job 
performance may be superior to men’s; people could only choose equality or the 
superiority of men. Other factors may also affect women’s and men’s decision to marry and 
have children, such as perceived economic stability. Additional work on the how media 
impacts values is also needed to differentiate media influence from age influence. This 
study should be regarded as a preliminary investigation into societal and personal 
attitudes toward women as well as potential barriers to marriage and childbirth in Korea. 
Understanding these attitudes and behaviors may eventually affect government policies 
that were intended to increase the birthrate.  
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Appendix: Questionnaire 
 

Q1. How proud are you of being a citizen of the Republic of Korea?  
1) very proud 2) somewhat proud  3) not very proud  4) not proud at all  

Q18. Which of the following statements best reflects your opinion on marriage?   
1) must marry        2) better to get married   3) better not to marry   4) must not marry 

Q19. Which of the following statements best reflects your opinion on divorce?  
1) must not divorce under any circumstance  
2) better not to divorce even with reasonable case 
3) can divorce depending on the situation 
4) should divorce if there is a reasonable cause  

Q20. Score each item based on which of the two given (opposite) statements represent 
Korea’s societal values. 

 

 Korea’s societal value 
 

Korea’s societal value ◀▬▬▬▬▬               ▬▬▬▬▬▶ 
①ㆍㆍ②ㆍㆍ③ㆍㆍ④ㆍㆍ⑤ㆍㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ 

1) Both the husband and wife should 
contribute to their family income. ①ㆍㆍ②ㆍㆍ③ㆍㆍ④ㆍㆍ⑤ㆍㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ 

It is the husband’s role to go earn a 
living by working and the wife’s role 
to take care of household chores. 

2) 
It is okay for people other than the 
parents (such as baby sitters, 
grandparents) to raise the children. 

①ㆍㆍ②ㆍㆍ③ㆍㆍ④ㆍㆍ⑤ㆍㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ It is necessary that the parents 
themselves raise their children.  

3) It is better for the parents and 
children sleep in a separate room. ①ㆍㆍ②ㆍㆍ③ㆍㆍ④ㆍㆍ⑤ㆍㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ It is better for the parents to sleep in 

the same room with their children.  

4) Women’s economic activity should 
be valued above housework. ①ㆍㆍ②ㆍㆍ③ㆍㆍ④ㆍㆍ⑤ㆍㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ Women’s housework should be 

valued above economic activity. 

5) 
There is no difference 
between men and women’s 
job performance.  

①ㆍㆍ②ㆍㆍ③ㆍㆍ④ㆍㆍ⑤ㆍㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ Men exhibit superior job 
performance compared to women.  

6) 

Koreans do not have a 
preference about whether 
they work with men or 
women. 

①ㆍㆍ②ㆍㆍ③ㆍㆍ④ㆍㆍ⑤ㆍㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ Koreans favor men as co-workers. 

7) Maternity leave for about a year does 
not affect job performance. ①ㆍㆍ②ㆍㆍ③ㆍㆍ④ㆍㆍ⑤ㆍㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ Maternity leave for about a year 

adversely affects job performance.  

8) 
A married woman’s social status is 
dependent on her own ability and 
social status. 

①ㆍㆍ②ㆍㆍ③ㆍㆍ④ㆍㆍ⑤ㆍㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ 
A married woman’s social status is 
dependent on her spouse’s ability 
and social status. 
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Q21.  Score each item based on how much the two given (opposite) statements represent 
your beliefs. 
 

 My value 
 

My value ◀▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▶ 
①ㆍ②ㆍ③ㆍ④ㆍ⑤ㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ 

1) I prefer a double-income family.  ①ㆍ②ㆍ③ㆍ④ㆍ⑤ㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ 
I prefer a family where the husband 
works and the wife does household 
chores. 

2) 
I hope to get help from others (baby 
sitter, grandparents) while raising 
my child(ren).  

①ㆍ②ㆍ③ㆍ④ㆍ⑤ㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ I believe I and/or my spouse should 
raise our child by ourselves. 

3) I prefer to sleep in a separate room 
from my child. ①ㆍ②ㆍ③ㆍ④ㆍ⑤ㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ I prefer to sleep in the same room 

with as my child. 

4) 
I believe that women’s economic 
activity should be valued above 
housework. 

①ㆍ②ㆍ③ㆍ④ㆍ⑤ㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ 
I believe that women’s housework 
should be valued above economic 
activity. 

5) 
I believe that there is no difference 
in men and women’s job 
performance. 

①ㆍ②ㆍ③ㆍ④ㆍ⑤ㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ I believe that men exhibit superior 
job performance than women. 

6) I do not care whether I work with 
men or women. ①ㆍ②ㆍ③ㆍ④ㆍ⑤ㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ I prefer to work with men.  

7) 
I believe that leaving the work field 
for a year or so does not affect job 
performance.  

①ㆍ②ㆍ③ㆍ④ㆍ⑤ㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ 
I believe that leaving the work field 
for year or so adversely affect job 
performance.  

8) 
When I’m getting to know a 
married woman, I do not pay 
attention to her husband’s 
ability or social status. 

①ㆍ②ㆍ③ㆍ④ㆍ⑤ㆍ⑥ㆍ⑦ 

When I’m getting to know a 
married woman, I pay a lot of 
attention to her husband’s 
ability or social status. 
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